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      To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag book #1 as:

      Soft dragels falling for each other in the slowest of slow burns. Mutual pining. Strangers to Friends and eventually to lovers and stuff. Loren likes to be petty. Kei is so confused right now, but his heart’s in the right place. Kind of. Lady Pai would just like to have a paid vacation, please.
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      Loren swirled his hand in the shimmering blue-green water of Moonfish Pond, watching the way the granulated nutrients melted into it. Pink granules of water-balancing tincture and plant food for the deep-water creeper vines dissolved in a sort of pinky-purply swirl that made him smile.

      Even after all the years of living on the surface, it never failed to cheer him up at the kaleidoscope of color that could live in a single body of water. It was darker below the surface—he knew it well.

      Knew how the pale blueness could turn to black, so dark that it was darker than night. Understood the way the chill would wrap around his shoulders and settle deep in his lungs, despite the fact that his skin would scale over and the temperature wasn't supposed to be all that bad.

      Except that it was.

      To him, a half-Merrow, a water-dragel, a delicate, but fierce dragon belonging to the magical element of water.

      Born from a parental triad of Earth, Water and Shadow, Loren had just enough of an inkling to live on land to the point where he couldn't stand living solely in the water.

      That had been a shock for his entire family.

      He'd lived beneath the surface for his teenage years after all, surfacing in the privacy of some of the half-submerged cities designed solely for Half-Merrows of his kind. But over time, it'd grown too crowded, so he'd left.

      Happy to pay for the patch of privacy—and suitably damp land—that was now his. A cozy little cottage sitting snugly between two large ponds. One, his precious water garden, where he cultivated all sorts of rare greenery and little creatures, while the other was primarily an outlet for freshwater, a route to the Merrow Waters, and something that he could use when necessary.

      He didn't want to ruin his garden every single time he felt like burrowing into the sand to rub off old, dead scales, after all. Sometimes, even a good scrubbing wouldn't get them off and he'd have to dive deep enough to feel the chill settle in his bones and scoop up handfuls of thick, coarse sand to slough it all off.

      A flicker of silver flashed along the surface, catching the natural light streaming down from above. Loren breathed in the heady scent of light florals mixed with sun-kissed water, a fresh, familiar smell that invigorated him from tip to tail.

      There were a few stockfish that he kept in the surrounding ponds, the little ones where he could find his own food and necessary nutrients from kelps and other vegetation. A Merrow diet was no small feat, after all.

      If he didn't keep his own things at hand, it would cost him a few fins and more scales than he cared to part with. He'd sold enough to afford his little slice of above-ground living, after all, and never wanted to endure that indignity again.

      The water swirled again, his damp fingers fluxing a pale-blue-silver as his body automatically soaked up the excess moisture. He was about due for a midday swim, all things considered.

      Loren shimmied out of his long flowy shirt, folding the wispy blue-white fabric into a little roll that wouldn't tumble into the pond. His tan shorts followed it later, the drawstrings looped around it for stability.

      The jewelry remained, the familiar glint of gold and silver wrapped around his body in the form of necklaces, bracelets and anklets. Earrings were simply a rite of passage, as far as family went. Each member of his family had gifted him a particular piercing, and he was rather proud of it, even if he had no Bonded of his own to show them off to.

      He drank in the sight of bright greenery lining the perimeter of Moonfish Pond and wondered if it was worth chancing a swim at the risk of disturbing his favorite water sprites.

      Perhaps.

      They could be fussy little things, and while he'd definitely planted their favorite sparkling berry bushes at the far end of the pond, it would take another twelve weeks for them to reach full growth.

      He stuck an experimental toe in the almost clear, reflective surface. Even the clouds overhead looked so happy today. It was unbelievable.

      Though that spot of shadow in the corner seemed a bit odd.

      Moving fast too.

      Huh. It was almost moving too fast.

      As if something was falling from the sky without a single care.

      No, not something—someone.

      Oh dear.
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      The mysterious being fell straight out of the sky and right into Loren's precious water garden—Moonfish Pond.

      How rude!

      The steady stream of bubbles and the haphazard flailing had Loren pushing off from the pond's edge to tip straight into the water. Yes, he could probably levitate them out with his control of the water element.

      Probably.

      But that was relying on magic instead of practicality, and he'd never quite been good at moving heavy objects.

      Light dimmed almost at once, below the surface, casting everything in hues of white-and-blue with shadows rising up all around everything. It'd been a while since he'd ducked down into his water garden.

      Mostly because he hadn't wanted to disturb the sprites.

      The water was warmer than he expected, sliding against his skin as it scaled over to dull the temperature shock. By the time he could see clearly, it was easy to make out the thrashing figure drifting slowly to the bottom of the pond.

      Ah. They were carrying too many bags.

      No, just one really big bag. How strange.

      Loren darted forward, attempting to capture their attention and barely succeeding before he could cast a hasty breath-bubble charm.

      It shimmered to life around them, encasing their head in a small bubble of breathable air.

      The flailing stopped almost at once—thank Kesmar!

      He could already see the glittering heads and eyes of irritated sprites, poking their noses out from their little hiding places, some of them appearing more annoyed than others. Signing to them, as best as he could, Loren gestured towards his bubble-charmed guest and then at the surface.

      It took a bit of figuring and a lot of gesturing, but eventually, Loren towed them up to the surface and scraped off a few of the little golden charms from his necklaces to gift to the water sprites so that they wouldn't follow.

      They always loved his jewelry, and to have little bits and pieces of it in their greedy little paws was usually enough of a deterrent for their bad behavior.

      Well, instinctive behavior, really. The need to hoard the shiny stuff would override their ire at an unexpected intruder interrupting their daytime basking so close to the surface.

      Loren propelled himself upward, dragging the bubble-charmed individual along with him. They were much lighter than he'd expected, though that probably had something to do with the heavy satchel that had fallen during their panicked flailing.

      Heaving the unfortunate soul onto the grassy banks, he made sure to haul himself up alongside on the pond's edge with them.

      They honked out big heaving coughs and sputters, fingers clawing into the muddy ground as they struggled to readjust to breathing like usual in the absence of water and the life-saving bubble.

      Loren perked a brow at the dramatics, wondering if they'd never been underwater before. It wasn't really that bad. He'd gotten to them before it could get worse and he'd even given them a quick charm to help them on the way up.

      Instead of simply dragging them through the water and then forcing the excess out of them via his elemental manipulation. There were a dozen options he could've chosen, but that was the most efficient.

      Water streamed down his sides in rivulets, his long, blue-tinted hair sticking to his broad shoulders as he hunched forward, waiting.

      Few people ever came this way and those that did were rarely happy about it.

      He was sure that the inevitable shouting and ranting would start up once they caught their breath. It always did.

      The miserable soul pulled themselves together on shaking hands and knees, huddling protectively over their middle, before great, big silvery eyes peered into his very soul.

      Oh.

      Loren stared.

      Oh my.

      They were quite lovely to look at, despite the unkempt appearance. Beautiful silvery hair with hints of yellow-gold intertwined like highlights. It hung down to about waist level, almost half as long as his own teal locks.

      Plastered to their chest, a few wavy bangs stuck to their cheeks and forehead, there wasn't a single speck of horror to be found, but rather—misery.

      Pure misery.

      "I-I'm so s-sorry!" They chattered out, the voice soft and whispery but somehow haunting.

      Loren couldn't stop staring if he'd tried.

      "I-I didn't mean to fall," they continued. "And I wasn't trying to—I just-" The words trailed off in a sneeze.

      An adorable, delicate sort of sound that had no business coming out of such a forlorn, bedraggled individual
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